In 1806 Belfast was a small town at the mouth of the river Lagan, with a population of about 20,000. The population of Ireland at that time was about 5.5 million, which is very similar to the population of the whole island today, so the influence of Belfast and its citizens would have been proportionately much less than now. There was no general hospital (the small fever hospital had opened in Berry Street in 1797 with only six beds, which was the predecessor of the Royal Victoria Hospital). There was no University or Medical school. The Belfast Charitable Society in Clifton Street was the only public charity with a health aspect, providing a dispensary service from the same building that survives to this day. The only grammar school was the Belfast Royal Academy, established in 1786 in Donegall Street, which in 1806 had 120 day boys and 60 boarders. The first intimations of what was to become the Royal Belfast Academical Institution in 1810 were being voiced, but education for women would have to wait until Mrs Margaret Byers opened her school in 1859, which later became Victoria College.
The social scene was set by the 2nd Marquis of Donegall, who lived in his town house at the top of what is now Donegall Place, and maintained a small country seat in Ormeau Park - he was deeply in debt, but exhibited a suitably aristocratic nonchalance and was generally popular. The industrialization of Belfast was yet to come -there were a few small dry spinning mills but most of the linen manufacture was by hand loom in the countryside. Shipbuilding had just started in Ritchie's dock, in a small way, and the Clarendon dry dock (which still survives) had just been opened, both on the other side of the river from what became Queen's Island. In political terms King George III was on the throne, and the Act of Union had been passed in 1800 so that Irish government had centralized to Westminster following the problems of 1798. The Battle of Trafalgar in 1805 had established British naval superiority, but the fear of Napoleon was still alive. The Napoleonic code of legal statutes was in process of development in France, to become the foundation of the present day European Law - perhaps in some ways Napoleon did win, in spite of Waterloo!
Medical History
The dr Robert M'Gee (1766-1842) was age 40 in 1806: he had studied medicine at Glasgow, eventually obtaining the CM degree in 1821. He was in general practice in Lancaster Street in 1810, and later Physician to the Belfast Charitable Society.
dr Robert M'cluney (1768-1837) was one of the founding surgeons of the Belfast Fever Hospital in 1797, and remained on the staff until 1828. He was aged 38 in 1806, and was one of those whose name is inscribed on the gold snuffbox presented to Dr SS Thomson in 1834.
dr andrew Marshall (1779-1868) had a more unusual training, initially as a surgeon's mate in the Royal Navy, becoming a surgeon in 1802. He then took the LRCP Edin. In 1804 and in the same year the Licence of Apothecarys Hall, Dublin (LAH). Eventually he took the MD Glasgow in 1834. He practised initially as an apothecary at 98 High Street, Belfast. After return to the navy, where he was present at the capture of the island of Heligoland in 1807, he became surgeon to the Belfast Fever Hospital (1807-1828) and a moving force in the building of the new General Hospital in l817. His portrait is also in the Board Room, Royal Victoria Hospital (Fig 3) .
An interesting sidelight on these founding fathers of the Belfast Medical Society is that most of them are buried in the Clifton Street graveyard -perhaps a necessary qualification 
